Over the last ten years, the concept of political religion has gained recognition as an instrument to capture certain characteristics of the totalitarian regimes of the twentieth century. Nonetheless, it is still under dispute. There is skepticism about the adequacy of the term, in particular with respect to the application of the term 'religion' to political and ideological phenomena. And there are historians and political scientists who doubt that the concept has any analytical value. In Germany, and with respect to National Socialism, these skeptics can be found, in particular, among the so-called 'structuralists' or 'functionalists', historians like Hans Mommsen or Martin Broszat, who attach greater importance to political structures and the mechanisms of power, than to individual persons or to ideological motivations and intentions.
1 Before I start out to test the potentials of the concept of political religion with respect to National Socialism, a few general considerations are necessary, mainly in order to exclude one or the other possible meaning of political religion, or at least to clarify certain problems we encounter when interpreting National Socialism as a political religion. I must emphasise that these general considerations are undertaken in view of National Socialism and the historical situation of Germany. They do not pretend to be applicable to other political movements and regimes for which the concept of political religion has been used.
Stanley Payne opens his article on political religion with the statement: 'The usefulness of the concept of political religion (PR) in the modern world depends first of all on the definition of the term "religion" '. 2 This is certainly true. It is also true that we have no difficulties with interpreting National Socialism as a political religion if we employ Emile Durkheim's sociological definition of religion as, 'the organization of rites and rituals formed around a belief-system aimed at buttressing social solidarity and morality'. 3 We run into problems, however, if we consider the second definition to which Payne refers, namely the definition given by Rodney Stark, that 'religion consists of explanations based on supernatural assumptions and including statements about the nature of the supernatural and about ultimate meaning'. 4 Here we encounter a problem with the definition itself as well as a problem with its application to National Socialism. Leaving aside the discussion about Asian religions, there is still an uncertainty about the meaning of 'the supernatural'. If the supernatural is understood as transcendent, being fundamentally different and separate from the secular world, this definition would exclude all religions of cosmological societies as well as other ones, that are similar in structure and, at any rate, different from 'revelatory religions' like Judaism and Christianity. This point might be of relevance if one interprets National Socialism as a political religion. And we encounter a second problem with this definition. The common understanding is that if one speaks of 'religion' with respect to National Socialism, one does so in terms of a 'secular religion', which means that within the world-view of National Socialism, no matter how much certain features may resemble religious patterns, there is no belief in a transcendent divinity of genuine National Socialist character. But is this really true? The German political scientist Claus Bärsch, for instance, claims that both Hitler himself and other leading National Socialists like Alfred Rosenberg did believe in a transcendent power, and he maintains that such a belief is a condition for correctly employing the term political religion. Thus, in his view Marxism-Leninism is not a political religion because of its materialistic ideology. 5 I will return to this point in the course of my analysis.
A second consideration: apart from scholarly definitions of religion and their respective consequences for an epistemologically sound concept of political religion, we have to take into account the understanding of religion on the phenomenal level. This means that in Germany, in the first half of the twentieth century, the understanding of what a religion is was determined by Christianity. Despite a continued process of secularisation, Christianity was still the socially dominant paradigm for a religion. Next to Christianity, Judaism was present in consciousness to a certain degree, because of the existence of Jewish communities and also because of the Jewish heritage in Christianity itself. Finally, there was some knowledge about the pre-Christian Germanic religion, taken from sagas and other written sources as well as from archaeological excavations and some customs seemingly of Germanic origin. Although
